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The term “格物致知” (gé wù zhì zhī) is a keystone Confucian 

principle found within the Great Learning section of the Book of 
Rites. According to Confucius, there are eight progressive stages 
leading to success in great endeavors, they are as follows: 
Abstinence, Innate Wisdom and Foresight, Genuine Sincerity, 
Right Intention, Cultivation of Conduct, Managing the 
Household, Governing the Nation, and finally the Upholding of 
Worldwide Peace and Prosperity.   

As Abstinence is the first of the eight stages, it is clearly the root 
principle and of paramount importance. Only when it is 
practiced can true wisdom and genius arise, and only then can 
sincerity and proper intentions be truly harbored. When the 
foundations of the heart and mind are thus secured, propriety 
and good conduct could be cultivated, and once that is done, we 
become fit to manage our households, govern a state and bring 
peace and weal to the world.  

In terms of statecraft and philosophy, these eight steps 
undoubtedly represent the interlinked chain of causes leading to 
success in life. It is a sagely trail with an auspicious start and 
delightful outcome.  
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Unfortunately, both modern and past interpretations of the 
terms “Abstinence” and “Innate Wisdom and Foresight” have 
proven to be both confusing and misleading. Thus, the misled 
masses have long been deprived of the means to actualize these 
sagely teachings and reap the attendant advantages.  

Currently, the prevailing interpretation of the terms originate 
with Southern Song scholar Zhu Xi, who believed it simply 
meant that knowledge is derived from the “investigation of 
things”.  For instance, the recent fifth edition of the Modern 
Hanyu Dictionary defined it as: “Deductive reasoning and 
conclusions drawn from such a process”.   

If everyone were to follow their understanding of the term, then 
very few would be able to do anything at all. This is because of 
the oft-prohibitive barriers to entry associated with conventional 
research methods. Moreover, the knowledge derived is neither 
innate nor extensive wisdom, therefore, it has nothing to do with 
the following seven stages.  

Furthermore, the various issues, subjects, events, occurrences, 
objects and disciplines of this world are extremely diverse and 
number beyond tens of millions. Thus, which one are we 
supposed to investigate? Which would allow our hearts to harbor 
true sincerity and intentions? Is it not simply absurd that the 
management our own family relations depend upon academic 



research? Why would omniscient Sages speak such vague 
instructions? If Zhu Xi’s understanding is correct, then the 
Sages have spoken clumsy and unhelpful advice.   

Thus, what does “Abstinence” actually refer to? The true answer 
is provided by the Venerable Master Yin Guang: “格” (gé) means 
“to deracinate” and “物” (wù) refers to “selfish desires and 

cravings”. Thus, “格物致知” teaches us that we rediscover our 

innate, diverse, extensive and profound wisdom and foresight by 
abstaining from avarice, lust, hatred and gluttony.  This is 
something everyone can aspire to do— tangible rewards within 
reach of the willing.  

Selfish desires are like demons whose feet many people fall at.  
Such desires smother our innate erudition and wisdom—
causing our minds and souls to wander in delusion for 
thousands upon thousands of eons.  

Only when these defiling desires are stilled by steadfast restraint 
can our inner wisdom shine forth, and our hearts harbor true 
sincerity and righteous intentions. With the solid foundations of 
the mind firmly laid, practice of decorum and honorable 
conduct naturally occurs. Afterwards, the duty of harmonizing 
the household becomes as easy as sauntering in a park. With 
both heart and hearth in accordance with Heaven’s will, the 
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responsibilities of effectively and fairly governing a state can be 
readily shouldered.  

Therefore, with Master Yin Guang’s explanation, the Great 
Learning becomes a practical and straightforward formula for 
success. All and anyone can cultivate in accordance with it and 
reap the rewards. It is simply a matter of cause and effect.  

As we are common people, our selfish attachments and 
ambitions cannot be so easily deracinated. However, we must be 
vigilant, we must not allow our desires to overwhelm our hearts 
and cloud our judgement. We must understand that only those 
who adhere to the precepts and abstain from selfish cravings can 
exude innate profound wisdom, and only such wisdom can beget 
true sincerity, which is the cause of proper intentions, in turn the 
factor that allows honorable and virtuous conduct to arise. Such 
persons can then harmonize their households, and it is only 
when they have proven themselves able in that regard can they 
be entrusted with national affairs and global leadership.  

All who heed the wise words of the Sages will certainly find 
success in life! 



Translator’s Commentary: 

This article by Upasaka Fo Hai is one of utmost relevance and 
importance. The reason nations are in chaos and the world 
teetering on the edge of ruin is that the original intent of the 
Great Learning has not been implemented and is ignored.   
  
The innate self-nature of all beings contain inexhaustible and 
limitless wisdom and foresight.  However, this omniscience 
cannot manifest as long as our hearts are adrift in avarice.  Only 
this innate wisdom can beget the mindset and strength of 
character needed to properly manage a household, govern a 
country and bring world peace and prosperity.  Any person 
whose heart harbors personal ambition or desires will be sly and 
morally inconsistent. They will be unable to ensure harmony and 
propriety in their own household, and are thus unfit to govern. 
Their biases and prejudices will create tensions and their lack of 
true wisdom and foresight causes them to gamble or make bad 
decisions that backfire.  

Therefore, the problem today is that people grasp at the external 
and ignore the internal—making the same mistake as Zhu Xi. 
Knowledge gained by research is dead, isolated and incomplete 
knowledge that will quickly be twisted by bias and ulterior 
motives. It is like a single fruit that soon rots. On the other hand, 
our extensive innate wisdom is like the fertile earth. Myriads of 
berries and blossoms can forever spring forth from it.  



Thus, before we wish to do great things, we must first cultivate 
morality. When our discipline allows us to be unwavering in 
virtue even in the face of tempers and temptations, we can 
indeed eventually change the world! 

The Great Learning  

Stilling avarice with abstinence, 
He recovers profound innate wisdom, 
Gaining sincerity most genuine, 
And a righteous heart of prudence,  

As proper mind exudes propriety, 
He harmonizes hearth and household, 
And steers his state away from woe, 
Proving himself fit for purple dignity.  
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